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LADIES ^
o w
 p u f f e d and powdered t h e y looked 
t h o s e middle-aged l a d i e s o f my c h i l d h o o d 
who s t o o d c h a t t i n g on Sundays 
o u t s i d e the P r o t e s t a n t c h u r c h e s o f Durban 
a growth o f f l a b b y f u n g i on green lawns 
decked out i n p a s t e l l i n e n s and l a c e s and f l o w e r y h a t s . 
Not a bsent e i t h e r from C a t h o l i c c o n g r e g a t i o n s 
plump cheeks s t r e a k e d w i t h sweat under t u l l e v e i l s 
as t h e y a l l o w e d t he w a f e r t o mel t on t h e i r tongues 
pecked a t C h r i s t ' s f e e t on t h e G o o d - F r i d a y c r u c i f i x . 
How c o u l d God l o v e them, I wondered, 
so snug and smug i n t h e i r bungalows 
w i t h a b l a c k boy t o p o l i s h f l o o r s , w a t e r t h e i r g a r d e n s — 
and o h l t h e i r c h u r c h b a k i n g s , t h e i r morning t e a s ! 
In the C a t h o l i c c a t h e d r a l one c o u l d s i t near 
o l d I n d i a n women w i t h r i n g s i n t h e i r noses and d i r t y s a r i s 
who muttered H a i l Marys w i t h g a r l i c k y b r e a t h 
A f r i c a n m a t r i a r c h s o f t r i b a l p r o p o r t i o n s 
o p e n i n g t h e i r t h r o a t s t o G r e g o r i a n chant . . . . 
God l o v e d them--no doubt about t h a t — 
one c o u l d see them l i n i n g t h e s t r e e t s o f J e r u s a l e m 
s h o u t i n g Hosannas, weeping a l o n g t h e way o f t h e C r o s s -
but t h e s e p r o s p e r o u s w h i t e s l u g s -
w e l l perhaps t h e y gave p r a i s e f o r t h e i r d a h l i a s 
b l u s h e d b e f o r e t h e i r g u a r d i a n a n g e l s 
when a c c e p t i n g a t h i r d s l i c e o f c a k e . 
I s t r a i n e d my i m a g i n a t i o n t o t h e l i m i t 
("God l o v e s us a l l " ) t o s e i z e t h e s o u l i n s i d e them 
the p u r i f i e d f l a m e f l i c k e r i n g i n God's s i g h t , 
the w i l d and l o v e l y b i r d h o v e r i n g h i d d e n w i t h i n — 
but f l o u n d e r e d on f a c e - p o w d e r , o v e r - f e d f l e s h . 
Is i t age o r b o u r g e o i s l i b e r a l e x p e r i e n c e 
t h a t b r i n g s a c e r t a i n compassion? Whether 
o r how God l o v e d them 1 s h a l l n ever know 
but I saw p a s t e l l i n e n s g i v e way t o gre y d r e s s i n g gowns 
the l a s t w h i t e s h e e t wound round t h e m y s t e r y 
o f even the most complacent f l e s h . 
Is i t m a t u r i t y , t h i s s l a c k e n i n g s k i n , 
t h a t b r i n g s a c e r t a i n compassion? Whether 
o r how God l o v e d them I s h a l l n ever know 
but I saw p a s t e l l i n e n s g i v e way t o g r e y d r e s s i n g gowns 
the l a s t w h i t e s h e e t wound round t h e m y s t e r y 
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